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in Religion about this new professor who had thoroughly captured their attention and elicited their enthusiasm. I think it was during my last year at Duke that I finally managed, about mid-semester, to sneak into a corner of his seminar room. I was certain that a great mind was at work there as I heard the professor allude, both masterfully and excitedly, to the insights of a philosopher by the name of Derrida and another by the name of Merleau-Ponty -but, having had not the slightest introduction previously to phenomenology, I found it all passing at some considerable altitude well over my head. I might as well have slipped into a lecture on quantum physics. That was my one and only "classroom experience" with Professor Poteat.
Since my interest in Political Science was from a philosophical perspective, after completing my formal studies and beginning my teaching career, I soon found the opportunity to gain a considerable appreciation of phenomenology, particularly as represented by Merleau-Ponty. But it was not until some time later, after I'd delved fairly thoroughly into Polanyi's works and come to value his insights (by bad timing, he was brought by Poteat and Tom Langford to Duke the spring semester of 1964 following the summer I departed from Duke), that I finally began to read Poteat's works. It was probably in the early 1980s that I read Poteat's chapter in Intellect and Hope (Duke University Press, 1968) and about 1988 that I was captivated by his Polanyian Meditations (Duke University Press, 1985) .
Indeed, it was my letter to Poteat expressing my delight at the development of his own insights in that book that started a decade-long period of the most stimulating correspondence -his letters often lengthy and hand-written on legal pad sheets, eventually filling several inches of a file drawer. Soon after my correspondence with Bill on Polanyian Meditations, I'm sure that it was upon his recommendation that the editor at the University of Missouri Press, asked me to referee his manuscript, A Philosophical Daybook, regarding its suitability for publication, which occurred in 1990; shortly after that, the same request from the same publisher regarding Stines' and Nickell's collection, published in 1993, and, in the meanwhile, Bill was passing to me later drafts of his final book, Recovering the Ground, which I then refereed for the SUNY Press and was published in 1994. It was a wonderful way to become acquainted with Bill's thinking.
Our correspondence was by no means limited to matters raised by his writings, but sometimes were prompted by my writing efforts, and often simply by "quotidian" (a word he loved to use) reflections and life experiences shared by one or the other of us. These communications, at first by postal mail, later partially by e-mail, together with a few direct visits with him, including a couple days while he and Patricia had residency in Athens during her university presidency there, represent some of the most gratifying intellectual interchanges of my entire career.
Ireland-based Kiernan Cashell, is the only participant in this symposium who has had no personal contact, either inside or outside the classroom, with Poteat. He draws his impressive understanding of Poteat's contributions entirely from studying his writings. I find this encouraging to the extent that this provides evidence that Poteat's influence has spread beyond his personal circle of former students and colleagues. But such evidence is limited: few others outside this "circle" appear to have familiarized themselves with Poteat's contributions. Recent efforts to find a remnant of Bill's legacy at Duke in regard to current faculty familiar with him or his ideas and, therefore, potentially interested in establishing an archive of his letters and papers there, have proved fruitless. Further, there has been no attempt on behalf of those appreciative of Bill's thinking to establish an association, similar to the Polanyi Society, to perpetuate his legacy. However, there have been a number of former students of Poteat and a few of his former colleagues who, as members of the Polanyi Society, have brought their Poteatean insights to bear through their participation on panels and as authors of related 8 articles in TAD.
Poteat's Insights: More Difficult to Communicate Than Polanyi's
Perhaps these are the means one can most realistically rely upon, at present, for the dissemination and -hopefully -the perpetuation of his ideas. This was my chief consideration in recommending to the Polanyi Society Board the inclusion of Poteatean scholarship in last summer's program. Some members of the Society will recall that Bill was the featured guest at the 1993 Annual Meeting of the Polanyi Society in Washington, D.C., and that Jim Stines guest-edited a follow-up, six-participant symposium issue of TAD (v.21, no.1, 1994-1995) . Several other articles relating to Poteat have appeared in the pages of TAD over the years. Stines, together with James Nickell, also made a major contribution toward perpetuating Poteat's influence by co-editing an extensive collection of Bill's essays in The Primacy of Persons and the Language of Culture (University of Missouri Press, 1993).
But, whereas there is considerable evidence of Polanyi's influence having passed, however modestly, beyond the first generation of his students, there is scant evidence of this in regard to Poteat. This may well be, in part, due to the limited amount of writing that Poteat himself did, relative to Polanyi. Whereas Polanyi produced about a half-dozen books and approximately 130 published articles on social and economic theory and philosophy, Poteat wrote only 3 books and about 30 published articles. Further there is an impressively scholarly collection of secondary literature about Polanyi and his philosophical thought: approximately 18 books and a couple hundred articles (the majority of these in TAD). By contrast, there are no secondary books, of which I am aware, on Poteat's contributions, and only, perhaps at most, two dozen articles. Among those of us who have been beneficiaries of Bill's insights, there is reason for us to be concerned about this legacy being effectively passed on. Many of those who brought his ideas into their classrooms and writing have, like Bill, passed on, and many of the rest of us are becoming well accustomed to being beneficiaries, as well, of senior discounts.
Poteat's More Radical Approach
It struck me that the participants on the summer panel charged with relating Poteat's to Polanyi's thinking, and vice versa, for the most part -as is reflected in their contributions to this TAD symposium -ended up speaking of Poteat more than they did of Polanyi -indeed, as I have done, so far. I suspect there are several explanations for this. First of all, most of us, as members of the Polanyi Society, have already spent of lot of time discussing and developing Polanyian ideas; bringing Poteat into the discussion provides us with a new opportunity. Second (and I suspect this goes a long way toward explaining the greater difficulty incurred in perpetuating Poteat's insights), it has been my impression that most of us have found it more difficult to understand Poteat's ideas than Polanyi's, even though some suggest that they don't find Polanyi an "easy read." Poteat, himself, claims that he takes Polanyi farther, and deeper, into his thinking than Polanyi, himself, does; that he "radicalizes" Polanyi by laying out the implications that are inherent -unknown to Polanyi -in his own thinking.
Particularly in regard to the theological implications of Polanyi's thought (which Polanyi admitted he had dealt with about as far as he was equipped to do), Poteat perceived himself, in the course of being true to his own Christian understandings, as a radical threat to what was generally perceived as Christian "orthodoxy." Here I cannot resist relating an anecdote recently told to me by Jim Stines that had been originally told to him by Poteat (and that I have failed to persuade Jim to include in his essay so that I wouldn't have to). It seems that one of Bill's theologian colleagues in the Religion Department at Duke exclaimed to Bill one day that, to the limited extent that he could make any sense of Bill's teaching, he could not detect how it had anything to do with the teaching of the Christian faith, as he understood it.
Thereupon Bill resorted to parable, telling his colleague about a country parson who, one day, was called upon by a frantic mother to rescue her young child who had fallen through the seat opening in her outhouse. The pastor hurried to the scene and took upon himself the obviously unpleasant task of pulling the child out of his unspeakable predicament. Upon viewing (as well as registering through other senses) the [excrement] (not the word used by either Bill or Jim) that coated Junior from head to toe, the pastor turned to the distraught mother and advised, "Well, I suppose you could try to clean up your child, but I suggest that you would probably be far more successful, and it would certainly be far easier, for you to start all over again." Such was the condition into which Bill perceived Enlightenment thinking (including theology) had fallen, indeed, Western thinking from the Ancient Greeks on; and such , to his thinking, was the radical nature of the only cure sufficient to deal with it.
Different Treatments of the Transcendent
Adding to the difficulty that Poteat perceived as inherent in the task of a radically reformed way of thinking, and therefore to the difficulty of communicating his manner of thinking, was the enigmatic manner in which he often expressed himself. For example, while acknowledging his "deeply interiorized Polanyian motifs," he disclaimed being a "Polanyian." Indeed, Kieran Cashell, in the final essay in this symposium, makes a convincing case that Poteat's thought was thoroughly inspired by Polanyian ideas and marked by Polanyian concepts. Still, it is obvious that, in order to develop further what, according to Professor Poteat, were implications of Polanyi's concepts -implications of which, as we have noted, Polanyi himself was unaware, Poteat had also to go beyond Polanyi by creating his own concepts.
Polanyi's concepts, although a decided advance, did not permit him to break completely free of the essentially spatial, visual, and static categories that had inhered in Western thought from its very beginning, and that were exacerbated by the linear literacy of the Enlightenment. In fact, it is precisely the temporal, aural, and dynamically tensional dimension of Poteat's innovative concepts that provide not only the radical genius of his contribution to the processes of both knowing and being, but also -by their very innovative natureconfront the inheritor of Enlightenment habits of perception with the difficulty of grasping his radically challenging insights.
I've encountered numerous individuals who, having assured themselves of finally having comprehended Professor Poteat's dynamic mode of thought, and indeed in many instances having been assured by Poteat himself of their having achieved this, suddenly experienced their mentor's sharp rebuke for "falling back into the old Enlightenment habits." Around 1997, when I had nearly completed a lengthy essay in which I attempted to schematize Bill's understanding of his key concept of "mindbody" in its "protensive" dynamics by utilizing the, admittedly spatial, concept of a circle, with its center, radius, and circumference (see my "William H. Poteat's Anthropology: 'Mindbody in the World'," The Political Science Reviewer, v. 27 [1998], pp. 267-344.) , he lavished probably the most extravagant praise I've ever received for having grasped another's thought. Bill, it turned out, had no problem with the utilization of spatial images as long as they were understood as metaphors. In fact, his writings are filled with references to a mindbodily "radix," or "center," thereby implying the image of a circle.
However, in the final stage of drafting my essay, when I turned from mere exposition to partial criticism, suggesting that some of his fundamental concepts did not allow him to incorporate in his thinking a sense of true transcendence and, in particular, an acknowledgement of a Divine Being, his rebuke was as sharp as it was, at this point, unexpected. It turned out that, according to Bill, I had finally and unwittingly succumbed, along with the rest of modern, Western culture, to the attractive madness of the Enlightenment mode of thinking. What surprised me even more was that Bill, in his effort to vindicate himself from my suggestion that his concepts did not allow him to acknowledge the reality of a God, proceeded to recite a major portion of the Nicene Creed, thereby proclaiming his unreserved embrace of all its principle affirmations. I shared this latter part of Bill's rejoinder, at the time, with Jim Stines, who quotes it in his essay. (It turned out that Jim, too, was still puzzled over a similar experience with Bill, shortly after having received from him the highest accolades for his and Jim Nickell's publication of Poteat's collected essays.) After Jim's much more recent sharing with me of Bill's parable of the child who fell into the outhouse toilet, it occurred to me that I would have liked to have had the chance to ask Bill, "How on earth does one 'start all over again' by starting with the Nicene Creed?!" It seems that the point Bill was attempting to make here was that, in this instance, I had completely failed to see that his radical reconceptualization of the mindbody (or self) in relation to its Divine radix, or its primal core, had retained its full faithfulness to the primal principles of Christianity. But, again, it seems to me that much of what he claimed to embrace in his lengthy excerpting from the Nicene Creed were a long way from what one can convincingly claim to be the primal principles of the faith, that is, of early first-century Christianity.
In short, I've never been able to reconcile some of Poteat's key concepts -not to mention, his rare, if ever, discussion of his personal faith and his equally rare witness of this through public worship -with this sudden, unqualified affirmation of Christian orthodoxy. Some have puzzled over what appears, to them, to be a gap between, in this instance, Polanyi's occasional affirmation of Christian principles in his philosophy, on the one hand, and the absence in his life of either consistent personal affirmation or consistent relationship to a community of worship, on the other hand. However, I have argued elsewhere (in an unpublished paper, "A Polanyian Resolution of the Age-Old Conflict Between Faith and Reason," presented at the Annual Meeting of the Polanyi Society, November 17, 2006) that this inconsistency was not due to the deeper implications of his thinking. It, rather, appears to have been an instance of some of those deeper implications of which, according to Poteat, Polanyi himself was not aware, and -most ironically, in this instance -of which Poteat himself appears to have been unaware! But, despite my failure to reconcile Bill Poteat's apparently far more blatant self-contradiction on this matter, I think I've been more successful, after years of puzzlement, in finally coming to comprehend his avoidance, within his scheme of thought, of the concept of "transcendence" (and, therefore, his sharp response to my criticism of him, which employed this concept) -even while allowing for the other metaphorically-employed, spatial concepts. It finally occurred to me that, for Poteat, unlike the concepts of a "circle" and its "circumference," "radius," and "center," the concept of "transcendence" or "transcending" was apparently too radically spatial in its suggestion of a reaching "out There" to allow for a convincing and mere metaphorical construal. And it was apparently in this sense that Poteat thought Polanyi had come to belie his promising beginning in Personal Knowledge.
Contrasting Grounds of Reality: A Primal Radix vs. Indeterminate Future Manifestations
The radical insight of Polanyi's epistemology, Poteat agreed with Polanyi, was well expressed in his epigrammatic formula, "I know more than I can tell." In other words, our epistemological grounding is what we tacitly dwell within and from which we tacitly draw in all our articulations and understandings. For Poteat, this grounding of all that we can come to embrace with some degree of certainty, lay deep within us, and not in some transcendingly distant "Beyond." And it is to be encountered by our silent listening to, and reverential probing, or "retrotending," into this radical center, or "radix," of our concrete experience of being in this particular circumstance, in this particular moment in time, and in this particular place. This, to Poteat, was quite the opposite of an abstract and spatially outward "transcendence." Apparently, to Bill's thinking, in my criticism of his thinking, I had over-extended the applicability of an inherently and inextricably spatial metaphor.
And, likewise, it appears to me that this was the sense in which Poteat felt that Polanyi had suddenly abandoned, idway through PK, the concrete, "mindbodily" grounding that, up to that point, he had provided for his, until then, brilliant and radical portrayal of the process of discovery and knowing. Bill was specific in locating what was, to him, the clearest indication of this surprising and sad epistemological reversal, on page 192 in the 1964 Harper Torchbook edition of PK, where Polanyi asserts that logical antecedents derived from the prior acceptance of their consequents are necessarily less certain than the consequents. It is clearly unreasonable, therefore, toregard these antecedents as the grounds on which we accept their consequents. (Emphasis mine.)
One's basic assumptions, which Poteat insists we come upon only by a deep probing into, and indwelling within, the mindbodily radix, are /less/ certain than the explicitly elaborate abstractions we derive from them?!! Polanyi himself had asserted, up to that point, that it was our tacit indwelling, our reflective journey into the depths of ourselves, that grounded our thoughts and that provided us with the intimations by which our "neat" conclusions were challenged, forcing us often to "break out" of these elaborate and often long-held world-views and theoretical constructions.
As far as I know, Poteat never confronted Polanyi with what appears to be a clear inconsistency in his thinking. In all fairness to Polanyi, I'm inclined to think that, had he done so, Polanyi would have done some rephrasing, or some re-contextualizing, of that statement, because it is clear to me that the dominant theme that Polanyi maintains throughout not only PK, but also in his The Tacit Dimension and, indeed, throughout the extensive body of his epistemological literature, is one of a primary reliance on, and a trusting of, one's tacit intimations -to be sure, while still subjecting the trustworthiness of our initial intimations to a testing by our encounters in the empirical world of experience, as well as by the durability of the generalized conclusions to which we have been thereby guided. In other words, the process of discovery and knowing to which Polanyi introduces us is a dialectical process, an only partially articulable back-and-forth process between, on the one hand, an opening and attuning of ourselves to awarenesses, themselves a product of largely inexplicable inner processes of assimilation and synthesis and an equal openness, in the sense of a "reaching outward" to, on the other hand, our developing, but far more explicit and articulable, awarenesses and understandings of our larger world. Polanyi described this as a "from -to" movement: from an indwelling of our internalized awarnesses, we move /to/ experience that of which we can be aware only from our involvement with the external world.
Polanyi, in asserting that "We know more than we can tell," was suggesting that there's an important, inner-but tacit -reality to which we should be attuned. Poteat referred to this as the "radix" at our innermost core of our awareness and being. Polanyi also said that "We tell more than we can know," implying by this that, as we give such articulation as we can to bring both our inner awarenesses and our more tangible, or "outwardly" focused experiences to a more comprehensive explicitness, we tend to discover more and more implications in our articulations than we had expected, or "known," when we initially articulated them. In fact, Polanyi offers the very insightful proposal that we measure the reality of a thing (which could be an idea) by its anticipated fecundity -in his terms, by what we have experienced, or at least anticipated, as its potential to manifest itself in terms of "indeterminate future manifestations." In this sense, he says, "A person is more real than a cobblestone." Poteat, with the heavy emphasis he placed upon one's "primal" awareness and the generative potential of such awarenss, which we discover in the depths of introspection, at the very inner core, or "radix" of our being, feared that Polanyi, especially when his statements (such as the one we have quoted) occasionally placed more emphasis upon "consequents" than upon "antecedents," had lost a sense of the balance that needed to be maintained in what Polanyi had himself, earlier, characterized as a "from -to" dialectic. Whether or not we agree with Poteat that Polanyi had lost this balance in his thinking, the real genius of Poteat, to my thinking, is his determined effort to eliminate the stark dichotomy of the "inner-self" and the "outer-world," and therefore the split between mind and body generally assumed in Polanyi's understanding of the processes of both knowing and being. Instead, in Poteat's thought "mind" becomes merged with "body" (in his central concept of "mindbody") and knowing comes to constitute the very essence, or meaning, of being. In fact, Poteat goes beyond the mere merger of concepts and, if you will permit me a neologism, further "dynamizes" our understanding of both what it means to know and what it means to be.
However, to accomplish this, Poteat realizes that we must replace the Modern/Enlightenment vestiges of spatiality that he perceives as still inhering in Polanyian concepts (despite Polanyi's success, for the most part, in moving beyond modernity's blinders) with concepts more suggestive of temporality, exemplifications dominantly visual with those that are more aural. Therefore we find Poteat speaking in terms of a tensional dynamic, using such words as "pro-tensive" and "retro-tensive" and alluding often, both in his seminars and in his writings, to the musical medium. Just as within the musical progression of a melody involving a series of notes, C, G, and E, our appreciation of the melody must entail our sense of the G note anticipating (pro-tending) the E that follows it, even as it still recalls (retro-tends) the C note that preceded it, and so on; thus we come to know the meaning of words within a sentence, sentences within a paragraph, our present experiences generally in the larger context of past and future (anticipated) experiences.) This temporal dynamic, indeed, might well have been employed by Polanyi to provide fuller illustration than was allowed by his more spatial concepts to his own insistence upon the active role of the knower in the process of knowing. I am quite certain that Polanyi would have welcomed a conceptual move in this direction. In 1972, when Professor Polanyi was aware of his declining mental capability, he invited Bill to assist him in drafting his final work aimed at pulling together the strands of his reflections. Bill was initially agreeable to the invitation, but because of the pressures of his academic schedule at Duke, finally declined. One can only wonder about the salutary impact that Poteat might have had upon Polanyi's formulations, had he been a participant in this final collaboration.
Still Poteat, himself, often employed spatial illustrations of his dynamic approach. In reflecting upon both the conversations I've had with him and his writings, I've puzzled for years over the sometimes dominating references he has made to the graphic and plastic arts, wondering, for example, how he could perceive in the spatially two-dimensional paintings of Cezanne, or even in the spatially three-dimensional sculptures of
